Barrow Sentinel 
by I. Riva 


“T saw the man in yellow sitting, taut and cross-legged, under the shade 
of a barrow sentinel. Seaweed silver-green strands hung heavy from 
moss-covered branches, encasing his willowy figure in a silvered veil. The 
man’s—the creature’s—dirty, faded yellow cloak lay flung back over a 
shoulder so that it could strum a battered lyre. Eerie notes ebbed and flowed 


across the forest; a sylvan silence, in turn, filled in as chorus. 


“The sun had dipped far below the horizon by the time the lyrist finished 
its unearthly song, and turned its true face upon the world. The cruel, ravenous 
animal emerged from beneath fair locks of hair and stood, unfolding its legs in 
triumph: no would-be heroes had come to it during the day. Now, it lived to 
hunt another night. Woe unto he that ever sees such a beast creep from in 
between the silvered veil of a demon-lair as I did—setting out to hunt, wearing 
its true form, at ease in a familiar forest, dark and full of terrors! Woe unto he 
that ever sees the hues of scarlet in its bloodshot, man-starved eyes! Had I not 
found a dead oak and hid in it, as the Sybil said would come to pass—or slain a 
lamb before her incense-shrouded altar—the gold night demon of the forest 


would have found me; my tale would have been lost to time. 


“The once-man skulked off into the shadows of the great woods, in 
between twisted oak and elder pine. I prayed to the Goddess, for my life and for 
those of its victims. Its kind preys exclusively on man and does not return from 
a night until the sun has risen. I know this now, but did not know so then—the 


Sybil did not tell me when the augurs were read. 


““A sword of bronze,’ she’d croaked, ‘take it from the grave of a 
freshly-dead warrior and inscribe it with your true name backwards. Confuse 


the beast and it will not recognize its killer when it passes on to the life beyond. 


Otherwise, its spirit could haunt your soul until the stars die, and the world is 


forged anew...’ 


“The pommel of the sword was wet with sweat and crusted with grave 
earth—how long till I could move into the clearing? I heard that it came to 
those it hunted in silence. Could it still have been around me... watching, 


waiting? 
“Run, I thought, but my feet were rooted like the trunk in which I hid. 


“Run, I argued against my limbs, but the distance in between the tree 


and I yawned like an abyss. 
“RUN! 


“And with a jolt, I had cleared the bushes, running to the empty lair. I 
broke through the swaying walls of the den faster than I thought my legs could 
carry me. After all, a man who runs from demons must run like the devil 


himself... 


“Then and there, under the shade of the barrow sentinel, I came upon 
the scarred bark of that ignoble tree: the sigil of bygone kings, now turned a 
cursed sprout that farmers burn for fear of haunting or possession. It was 
ancient, knotted like a furrowed brow, implying with its age a conquest of 
years. I do not know how old it had managed to become, how long its mindless 
slave had sated its bloodthirst, but the bastard remains the oldest of its kind 
that I ever encountered. Only the Gods know for how many generations it’d 


brooded over its dark corner of the forest, the world swirling around it. 


“T bent my ear to the ground to test if the legends could be true, since I 
still maintained hope that the darker tales of the world were unfounded back 
then. But I recoiled at what I heard. The heart...the heart of the tree was 


beating! And, now that I’d heard the rhythm, I felt it weakly through my feet, 


in the ground, and in the roots. 


“Revulsion bubbled as I imagined the crimson and silver-veined organ 
pumping slime into the blighted growth. This, too, the Sybil had described; she 
was a keeper of the woodlore, holding the knowledge of generations. The 
sentinel was a foul thing used for witchcraft, a rot upon the earth. The sword 
had to be driven through the heart, I knew, so I began digging with it, as the 
she-seer had instructed. It was an eternity ‘til I hit the wooden 
heart-casing—until I touched the slick, darkened surface that strained audibly 


against its own savage beating. 


“By the Gods, I still remember the groan that it made as I splintered the 
heartwood, even if I try not to. I can still feel the viscous, silver liquid that 
oozed from the porous and brittle heart-pulp onto my fingers. I can still smell 
the sickly-sweet odor of rotting flowers mixed with that of urine, so strong 
that my tongue could taste it. I can still see, in dreams most vivid, the thing 
beating with such force that, somehow, as I pushed the sword into its heart, I 


knew that it could feel pain and terror—and that it did so in death. 


“The creature must have, as well: felt, and died. Far away, like it had 
come upon its victims, death came upon it in silence. Whether it was turned to 
dust, like I have read, or was immolated spontaneously, like she said, it was 
gone. I burned the heart, and the tree burnt with it, heaving ash up at the 


nighted vault of stars. 


“Many have asked me to show them the clearing and what remains of 
the demon-tree that set me down this path. But the land remembers the evils 
that plagued it. A shadow looms there to this day. Who is to say that the tree 
did not spread its seed far and wide on the tracks of that beast, that those who 


seek it out might not chance upon one of its sprouts?...Patiently waiting to 


work its sorcery on one of you—on any one unfortunate enough to chance 
upon it—and to use your mindless body to sate its thirst and become the 


corpse-tree itself? 


“And, more importantly, who among you would not succumb to the 
delirious hunger that suddenly overcame me upon seeing that red and silver 
organ, and its flow? If I had not had the Gods and my wits by my side, I would 
have been convinced by the mirage. I would have eaten from the heart of the 
sentinel, and the terrors that stalked the night would have been twofold. If any 


saplings grow in the woods, they are better left alone and unseen... 


“Let this be a warning to the greater among you: the dreams of red and 
silver still come to me in the darkest hours of the night. My trust in the 
long-dead she-seer wanes ever more by every turning of the stars. Is there 
truly any ruse that can last against an eternal hunter? Can the beast chip away 
at the walls of my mind until the end of days? What if the sword, and the name 
upon it—all of it—was a simple ploy to have someone do what needed to be 


done? I will know, but only at the end.” 


